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"Staff Development Across Borders and Time Zones: An Initiative in Synchronous 
eLearning" 
 
Introduction 
 
In 2007 at the eLearning Africa conference that took place in Nairobi, this writer suggested 
that unless serious consideration was given to preparing teachers to utilise the latest in ICT 
developments for teaching and training, they could not only be left behind but they could be 
seriously close to becoming ‘irrelevant’ in this new digital age. Whilst this was not intended to 
be scaremongering, but rather to stress the crucial role of staff development, it was 
nevertheless picked up by a Southern African news agency and used as a headline for an 
article on the conference (Omungo,2007) Whilst this writer still maintains this stance – that 
staff development is the key to harnessing ICT for effective teaching and training, indeed 
HRD generally, with the increasing need to look at cost effective ways of delivering 
education and training programmes on-line to a growing global market, is there a platform 
that is most suited to delivering staff development programmes across borders? With many 
e-learning systems based on asynchronous communication it can deter some staff and 
students from engaging fully. Indeed for many traditionalists and ‘digital immigrants’ the lack 
of any real-time face to face interaction is anathema to them.   
 
This paper looks at an alternative to the conventional asynchronous based e-learning and 
explores its potential for meeting both the needs of the growing staff development needs 
across the African continent...and beyond and the need to satisfy the traditionalists desire for 
real-time communication. The paper focuses on a recent initiative launched by the University 
of Bolton (UK) in conjunction with The International College (THINC) Dubai  to provide on-
line staff development to professionals working across the Arabian Gulf states and North 
Africa using a synchronous virtual learning environment (VLE).   
 
Background - establishment of a Branch Campus in the UAE 
As part of the University of Bolton’s international strategy, in 2008 it established a branch 
campus in Ras Al Khaimah (RAK) in the United Arab Emirates (UAE). Prior to this Bolton’s 
international activities in terms of overseas course delivery, had been largely based around 
the ‘flying faculty’ model in which faculty staff fly out to overseas locations to deliver courses 
on a module by module basis. Over recent years most programmes have made increasing 
use of on-line resources to supplement the ‘face-to-face’ sessions. One such ‘blended’ 
programme was a Master in Technical & Vocational Education – MEd(TVE), delivered to a 
group of senior professionals from the education and health sectors in Zambia (Smith, 2009; 
Smith & Rodriguez-Yborra, 2007) Whilst such programmes have been and continue to be 
successful there are limitations in terms of scalability and widening participation. Of course  
the need to increase recruitment of overseas students by UK Universities should not be 
ignored in the overall equation either, particularly given the impending UK government’s 
draconian cuts in university funding, scheduled for 2012 (Browne Report, 2010). As with a 
number of other universities in the UK, the establishment of branch or satellite campuses is 
seen as a way of generating additional revenue by increasing overseas student numbers 
without the need for them to actually travel to the UK. This strategy is not without its own 
problems as many American universities are finding out to their cost (Newsweek, 2010). 
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However, whilst the RAK campus is doing moderately well in terms of student numbers, 
most being drawn from the large ex-patriot community in the UAE, it was thought that there 
was still a large untapped pool of potential students that, for whatever reason, was not able 
to benefit from the ‘Bolton / RAK experience’. In many ways this is an echo of the reasoning 
behind the advent of distance learning of higher education programmes as pioneered by the 
UK’s Open University in the early 1970s. In those days distance learning was based on 
correspondence courses.  
 
BoltOnline 
In order to tap this potential pool of students, Bolton, in partnership with their regional 
partners, THINC, launched an on-line platform to cater for this previously untapped group of 
potential students. Using the brand name ‘BoltOnline’, a snappy amalgamation of ‘Bolton’ 
and ‘on-line’, the initiative was launched in 2010 using the ‘Elluminate’ VLE (see logo in fig 1) 
 fig 1. 
Elluminate is a state of the art VLE with sophisticated audio and video conferencing 
capability. The system can support multiple virtual classrooms which can, in theory, support 
thousands of simultaneous on-line users using a single high performance server. In 2008 an 
estimated 7 million participants from around 170 countries used the platform worldwide 
(Elluminate, nd) It was partly such a global reach that attracted Bolton and its partners to 
adopt Elluminate as its preferred VLE.  However it was the combination of features on the 
platform together with the synchronous nature of the delivery mode that sold it to Bolton. As 
with any distance programme or course in HE, it is sold to the wider potential student 
clientele on their ability to earn a high-quality degree without the need to attend a traditional 
campus programme. Although this writer has expressed doubts previously about exclusively 
on-line course delivery (Smith, 2006), the Elluminate platform offers much more than other 
VLEs, benefiting both students and tutor.  
Once enrolled on the programme, students are issued with a user name and password. Prior 
to the sessions, students are sent a schedule of when the sessions are taking place. The 
time is given in UAE time. This is crucial as the sessions are synchronous, so dependent 
upon student location, local times may vary (see fig 2 below)  
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Fig 2. 
On first view, the screen looks quite ‘busy’ with a number of different features to get used to 
(see fig 2 below). The panel on the top left shows the session participants. As they log on 
their name appears on the panel. Beneath that panel is a student / staff dialogue box, the 
thread extends as students / tutor ask questions. The main central panel is the virtual 
‘blackboard’ upon which the tutor can present information etc. Presentation software like 
‘Powerpoint’ slides can also be screened here. Tutors have the option of using video links as 
well. In addition to the dialogue box, as a session proceeds, students can use a series of 
icons next to their name which flags up if they have a question, comment, or don’t 
understand, etc. Being synchronous, this is the most effective and comprehensive virtual 
classroom this writer has experienced. An added feature is that the sessions are recorded so 
students can play them back if they miss a session. By necessity this is a very brief overview 
but more details can be found on the main ‘Boltonline’ website given below. 
 The pilot programmes are currently in the Business subject areas at both undergraduate 
and masters level (MbA), with 16 and 25 students respectively. Although a detailed 
evaluation has yet to be carried out, initial feedback shows that flexibility of participating off 
campus is a key factor as most students have busy work schedules. During the orientation 
phase, the writer delivered an introductory session on ‘research methods’ to the MbA group. 
Despite one or two technical problems which could so easily have confirmed the writer’s 
suspicion of exclusively on-line programmes, in persevering however the writer did see the 
potential of the model. The response to the session from students was generally positive. It 
is a strange experience for the first time user (tutor) in getting used to handling the various 
features. Whilst this writer still has some reservations, one tutor colleague in particular 
actually prefers this mode of delivery over the traditional ‘real’ classroom. Of course staff 
development on how to operate the platform is just as critical as the staff development 
programme being delivered (Smith, 2007) but there can be no question  that this initiative is 
a vast improvement on most other previous on-line delivery mechanisms. Whether it can 
meet the demands of the on-line community only time will tell. Equally, the ultimate proof of 
success will be judged on the number of graduates from the system, and as yet this 
milestone has yet to be reached. The signs are positive however with a good success rate in 
assessments so far and with a more comprehensive evaluation planned. With plans to 
expand and widen participation in this initiative, this may yet prove to be the system to 
enable Bolton’s staff development programmes to reach a wider clientele in Africa to 
Dear Boltonline Students, 
  
This is with reference to your Academic Orientation Module class which was earlier scheduled for 
today 
 
You have scheduled the following Elluminate Live! session: 
Name: Thinc - Dr. Chris Smith - Boltonline Students 
Type: None 
Starts: Nov 13, 2010 06:00 PM UAE (GST, Middle East/UAE) 
Ends: Nov 13, 2010 07:30 PM UAE (GST, Middle East/UAE) 
 
To join the session, please click on the link below within 30 minutes of the specified time. 
https://sas.elluminate.com/m.jnlp?sid=2010005&password=M.610C90F5E0CCA384727F1540A80
B29 
  
If you need to view the recording at a later date then please click: 
 
https://sas.elluminate.com/mr.jnlp?suid=M.A090922684E52F3858E24B07E2F558&sid=2010005  
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supplement the existing blended models which have proved successful to date in supporting 
professional and thriving communities of learning.   
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